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Alice Walker is an important female writer in contemporary America. She is a 
novelist, short story writer, essayist, poet and author of children’s books. Of particular 
interest to people are her novels which are full of powerful, strident stories set in 
America’s rural South. Her works mainly explore the struggle of black women and 
stress the importance of bonds between women in fighting against racism and sexism. 
She creates a whole series of images of black woman, leading not only black women 
but all women to a promising future. 
Meridian, Walker’s second novel, also set in the rural South, focuses on the Civil 
Rights Movement. Meridian commits her life to help the black people fight for equality. 
In order to find a new self, different from her maternal ancestors, she goes to the South, 
giving away her son and her family. In the end, she survives the struggles and becomes 
a model for others to take up the Civil Rights cause. 
This thesis consists of three chapters in addition to the “Introduction” and 
“Conclusion” 
The “Introduction” briefly introduces the author Alice Walker and the novel 
Meridian with critical reviews. 
Chapter One mainly deals with the womanist theory, introducing its definitions 
and its difference from white Feminism. 
Chapter Two analyzes Meridian with the womanist theory. In this part, the 
embodiments of womanism are explored. Racism and sexism are the main concern. 
The text-based analysis proclaims that Meridian is a womanist novel. 
Chapter Three focuses on black motherhood, which is also an important principle 
of womanism. In this part, two main characters are the focus: Meridian and her mother, 
Mrs. Hill. Through these two characters, black motherhood is illustrated with specific 
examples, suggesting that black motherhood is no easy responsibility for black 
woman. 
My conclusion is that Meridian is a carefully created womanist novel. Alice 
Walker has indicated that only through the union of all people can black women get 
real equality. But the theory has to develop further to be mature. 
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Alice Walker is remembered by many people mostly because of her novel The 
Color Purple, which won her both the Pulitzer Prize and the American Book Award for 
Fiction in 1983. As a talented and productive writer, Alice Walker contributes in many 
different fields such as essays, short stories, poetry and so on. 
Alice Walker, a black writer born in Georgia in 1944, grew up in the rural South, 
and as a student at Spelman College from 1961 to 1963, she became involved in the 
Atlanta Movement, working at a voter registration desk and participating in marches 
and demonstrations. Inspired by Martin Luther King, Jr., who urged civil rights 
workers to “go back to Mississippi, go back to Georgia” in his speech during the 
March on Washington in 1963 (Hendrickson, 111), Alice Walker returned to the South 
for two summers and went to live in Mississippi during the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
working at voter registration, writing stories about southern rural black women. 
Participation in the Civil Rights Movement was of great influence upon Walker’s 
life. She believes herself to be a black revolutionary artist. And she is dedicated to the 
cause of the freedom of the black people. She states that: 
I became increasingly aware that I was holding myself responsible for the 
condition of black people in America. Unable to murder the oppressors, I sat in a 
book-lined study and wrote…I felt Art was not enough and that my art, in particular, 
would probably change nothing. And yet I felt it was the privilege of my life to 
observe and “save” for the future some extraordinary lives. (Mothers’ Gardens, 
226-27) 
 As a black woman who grew up in the South and came of age in the 1960s in the 
Civil Rights Movement and was influenced by the Women’s Movement that grew out 
of it, Alice Walker was uniquely placed to interpret the Civil Rights Movement and its 
aftermath in her works. 
 Walker perceives herself as a writer who is a social outcast. This perception began 
after her brother blinded one of her eyes when she was eight years old: “I have always 
been a solitary person, and since I was eight years old, I have daydreamed—not of 
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slashing my wrist with a razor. For along time I thought I was very ugly and 
disfigured…I often reacted to insults and slights that were not intended” (Mothers’ 
Gardens, 244). However, this accident seems to have led Walker to perceive her 
environment and people around her: “I believe…that it was from this period—from my 
solitary, lonely position, the position of an outcast—that I began really to see people 
and things, really to notice relationships and to learn to be patient enough to care about 
how they turned out. I no longer felt like the little girl I was. I felt old, and because I 
felt I was unpleasant to look at, filled with shame. I retreated into solitude, and read 
stories and began to write poems” (Mothers’ Gardens, 244-45). 
Altogether, Alice Walker has published three volumes of poetry: Once: Poems 
(1968), Revolutionary Petunia & Other Poems (1973), and Goodnight Willie Lee, I’ll 
See You in the Morning (1973), and two short story volumes including In Love and 
Trouble: Stories of Black Women (1973) and You Can’t Keep a Good Woman Down: 
Stories (1981), and two volumes of essay collections: In Search of Our Mothers’ 
Gardens: Womanist Prose (1983) and Living by the Words (1988). In addition, she has 
published six novels: The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970), Meridian (1976), The 
Color Purple (1982), The Temple of My Familiar (1989), Possessing the Secret of Joy 
(1992), and By the Light of My Father’s Smile (1998). 
In numerous and diverse ways Walker proclaims Zora Neale Hurston as her 
precursor and appears to find that precedence “a source not of anxiety but of 
nurturance” (Sadoff 5). Walker writes that if she were condemned to live on a desert 
island with only ten books, she would unhesitatingly choose one as Their Eyes Were 
Watching God: “I would want to enjoy myself while identifying with black heroine, 
Janie Crawford, as she acted out many roles in a variety of settings…There is no book 
more important to me than this one” (Mothers’ Gardens, 86). “The multifaceted 
liveliness of the black heroine gives rise to Walker’s sense of her own resemblance to 
Janie Crawford, and similar sense of shared life and knowledge makes Walker 
identified with Hurston as well” (Sadoff, 6). She recognizes Hurston as the model for 
herself. Hurston becomes not only a predecessor but also an originator. What’s more, 
she is Walker’s literary mother as well. In In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, Walker 
pays tribute to her literary mother. Black women who were sexually exploited and 















dreams and saw visions. They could not have dreamed of being artists, but they might 
have been rootworkers, “saints” or “singers”. These “great grandmothers”, forbidden 
by law to read or write, kept alive the creative spirit among their people and passed on 
to their daughters that “living creativity”, “the notion of song”. Hurston is among 
Walker’s great grandmother’s generation of women who by their “songs” made it 
possible for her to “sing” (Mothers’ Gardens, 231-243). 
Alice Walker calls herself a womanist. Articulating feminist theory and ideas 
about motherhood, Walker wonders why white scholarship and art about women 
exclude black women. She states that: “To think of black women as women is 
impossible if you cannot imagine them with vaginas…And through that vagina, 
Children” (Mothers’ Gardens, 373-74). “Despite shared motherhood, race separates 
women; racism, not gender or motherhood, oppresses the black woman” (Sadoff, 12). 
Walker believes that her motherhood will help overcome oppression: “We are together, 
my child and I. Mother and child, yes, but sisters really, against whatever denies us all 
that we are” (Mothers’ Gardens, 382). As a responsible writer she is devoted to the 
cause of her people. She says that “The writer …must be free to explore, otherwise she 
or he will never discover what is needed to be known. This means, very often, finding 
oneself considered ‘unacceptable’ by masses of people who think that the writer’s 
obligation is not to explore or to challenge, but to second the masses’ motions, 
whatever they are. Yet the gift of loneliness is sometimes a radical vision of society or 
one’s people that has not previously been taken into account” (Mothers’ Gardens, 264). 
Walker takes trips back to the South to look for wholeness because, she believes, 
experience has fragmented and split apart herself and her people. She needs to confirm 
their faith and grace under the continuous pressures of racism. But she also finds the 
cultural disinheritance, and the neglect of African American literature. “I am 
preoccupied with the spiritual survival, the survival whole of my people. But beyond 
that, I am committed to exploring the oppressions, the insanities, the loyalties, and the 
triumphs of black women” (Mothers’ Gardens, 250). 
“Like Hurston’s semifictional narrator, Walker’s fictional women find returning 
south bittersweet” (Sadoff, 14). In Meridian, the heroine ends up in Mississippi, 
gradually divesting herself of belongings so as to transcend herself. Lynne, Meridian’s 
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meaningful past of the Civil Rights Movement.  
Meridian, the semiautobiographical novel of Alice Walker, is called by her a 
“womanist” novel: it combines the black consciousness and feminist consciousness 
that grew out of the Civil Rights Movement. In the novel, Walker uses her experience 
in the Movement and the experience of others, especially black women, to explore 
issues of gender as well as race. She explores the effects of the burden of history, of 
growing up in a racist society, on relationships between black women and men, black 
men and white women, and black women and white women in the Civil Rights 
Movement. “Writing Meridian also allowed Walker to accept her role as an artist and 
not a revolutionary, but a black revolutionary artist, one who passes on the story of the 
Civil Rights Movement to future generations, teaching them their history, inspiring 
them to continue the struggle” (Hendrickson, 126). 
Meridian, the protagonist of the novel, who grows up in a small southern town, 
begins her life in the traditional way offered to women—marriage and 
motherhood—but finds herself pursuing higher education. Deserted by her young 
husband, she chooses college over motherhood and gives away her son. While in 
college, she is an active participant in the Civil Rights Movement. She becomes 
involved with Truman, the movement’s organizer. However, she aborts their child 
when he leaves to marry Lynne, a white exchange student. Meridian decides to have 
her tube tied, which suggests her escape from the responsibility of motherhood. She 
persists in political performances, taking chances with her life, because she sacrifices 
her motherhood. As a daughter, Meridian feels guilty of having shattered her own 
mother’s frail independence and creativity. Meridian’s mother represents the history of 
black motherhood: a legacy of suffering, endurance and self-sacrifice. Meridian 
despises this narrow perspective but also idealizes its uprightness. Caught by such 
personal and historical guilt, Meridian views her own motherhood as slavery. She 
desires to “murder” her son but represses such unnatural thoughts and so turns then 
against herself. “She attempts metaphorical and compensatory motherhood in adopting 
a pregnant and self-destructive ‘wild child’” (Sadoff, 23). In her quest for an answer to 
her questions about the relationship between violence and change, Meridian 
“undergoes a personal transformation and is able to absolve her feelings of guilt about 















wholeness to Truman Held” (Gates, 74). 
Walker advances Meridian to the position of symbolic mother of the African 
American race. Thus, “Meridian is a novel about the interconnectedness of personal 
change and movements for social change”. It “challenges the African American male 
stance on the nationalist position, which idealized African American manhood. The 
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Chapter One  Defining Womanism 
 
1.1 The Connotations of Womanism 
Womanism is a commonly used term that was coined to mean specifically African 
American Feminism, but it has developed into a more encompassing version of 
feminism that crosses the lines of race and class. 
  Alice Walker first used this term in context in her collection of essays In Search of 
Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose. The need for this term arose from the early 
feminist movements that were led specifically by white women who advocated social 
changes such as the right to move from the domestic to the working space. This 
feminist agenda ignored the fact that many women were not housewives and had been 
working all their lives to help support their families. In particular, African Americans 
were already working women, but not out of choice, and not as a matter of personal 
fulfillment. Black women in America are calling into question their suppressed role in 
the African American church, the community, the family, and the larger society. But 
womanist religious reflection is more than mere deconstruction. It is, more importantly, 
the empowering assertion of the black woman's voice. 
Alice walker defines womanist as follows: 
1. From womanish. (Opp. Of “girlish,” i.e. frivolous, irresponsible, not serious.) 
A black feminist or feminist of color. From the black folk expression of 
mothers to female children, “You acting womanish,” i.e. like a woman. 
Usually referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior. 
Wanting to know more and in greater depth than is considered “good” for one. 
Interested in grown-up doings. Acting grown up. Being grown up. 
Interchangeable with another black folk expression: “You trying to be grown.” 
Responsible. In charge. Serious. 
2. Also: A woman who loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually. 
Appreciates and prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility 
(values tears as natural counterbalance of laughter), and women’s strength. 
Sometimes loves individual men, sexually and/or nonsexually. Committed to 
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except periodically, for health. Traditionally universalist, as in “Mama, why 
are we brown, pink, and yellow, and our cousins are white, beige, and black?” 
Ans: “Well, you know the colored race is just like a flower garden, with every 
color flower represented.” Traditionally capable, as in “Mama, I’m wanting to 
Canada and I’m taking you and a bunch of other slaves with me.” Reply: “It 
wouldn’t be the first time.” 
3. Loves music. Loves dance. Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. Loves love and 
food and roundness. Loves struggle. Loves the Folk. Loves herself. 
Regardless. 
4. Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender. (Mothers’ Gardens) 
As for the selection of womanism, Alice Walker explained to The New York Times 
Magazine in 1984: 
I choose womanism because it is “better” than feminism…Since womanism 
means black feminism, this would be a non-sensical distinction. I choose it 
because I prefer the sound, the feel, the fit of it; because I cherish the spirit of the 
women (like Sojourner) the word calls to mind, and because I share the old 
ethnic-American habit of offering society a new word when the old word it is 
using fails to describe behavior and change that only a new word can help it more 
fully see. (qtd. in Gates, 243) 
From the definitions, it is clear that Walker’s womanism is opposed to racism and 
sexism. At the same time, it proposes sisterhood among all women, not only black 
women, but the bonding between black women and white women. In addition, it 
advocates the wholeness of all people, male and female. 
 
1.2 Characteristics of Womanism 
   The defining characteristic of womanism is the tolerant attitude towards the 
opposite gender and race and the confidence in oneself and one’s own culture. That is 
to say, although womanists are strongly opposed to racism and sexism, they do not 
take radical attitudes towards both black men and the whites as a whole. They love 
themselves and the black culture as well as the whites and the white culture.  
   Another characteristic of womanism is the self-loving spirit. Womanists try to find 
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loudly to racism and sexism like white feminists and black feminists but by saying 
“yes” to themselves, including their own culture. 
 The womanist theory's goals are to “interrogate the social construction of black 
womanhood in relation to the African American community.” “The normative 
discourse among African American women creates the space for an energetic claiming 
of the life stories of African American women and their contribution to the history of 
the United States and the African diaspora” (Anderson, 2). An additional way of 
achieving this goal is to engage in a critical conversation with black men so that a full 
knowledge of the African American community can emerge from that dialogue. 
Another goal of the womanist theory is “to unearth the ethnographic sources within the 
African American community in order to reconstruct knowledge and overcome 
subordination” (Anderson, 2). And, finally, womanists seek to decolonize the African 
mind and to affirm the African heritage. 
The womanist theory is critical reflection upon black women's place in the world 
and takes seriously black women's experience .The categories of life which black 
women deal with daily, that is, race, womanhood, and political economy, are intricately 
woven into the religious life of African American women. “Therefore the harmful and 
empowering dimensions of the institutional church, culture, and society impact the 
social construction of black womanhood” (Anderson, 3). The womanist theory affirms 
and critiques the positive and negative aspects of the church, the African American 
community, and the society.  
What’s more, womanism “engages the macro-structural and the micro-structural 
issues that affect black women's lives” and, since it is a theory of “complete 
inclusivity,” the lives of all black people. The freedom of black women entails the 
liberation of all peoples, since womanism is concerned with notions of gender, race, 
and class. Furthermore, it takes seriously the black history. The tasks of womanists are 
to “claim history, to declare authority for ourselves, our men, and our children, to learn 
from the experience of our forebears, to admit shortcomings and errors, and to improve 
our quality of life” (Anderson, 3). 
Womanists value the importance of the language of the blacks. It brings forth the 
“legacy of our grandmamas and great grandmamas and carry their notions in the 
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